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Rejoicing with YAP:
Celebrating All Young Authors
BY JUDITH A.BLESER

H

istory was made on June 1st, 2006. It was the first prime time national broadcast of the Scripp's Spelling Competition-a spelling bee that has taken on Olympic proportions, with oddsmakers taking bets
on who would win the grand prize and companies vying for a 30-second advertising spot. In contrast,
June l8t, 2006, was also the evening that the University of Michigan-Flint hosted a Young Authors' Night
Celebration, recognizing the participation and involvement of elementary school students for writing and
publishing books. This was not a competition. In fact, it intentionally had no losers or runners-up. All of the
120 kindergarten through fifth-grade students who participated in the program throughout the school year
were winners.

Many feel that competitions and award ceremonies
encourage students to strive for greatness and
create individuals who are goal-oriented and
driven. Certainly, those who have particular talents, personalities and life situations can achieve
great rewards. But what happens to all those
students who do not "make the cut" because they
are not as gifted, do not have such persistence and
determination, or do not have the luxury of hiring
personal coaches or private tutors? If there can
only be one winner in a speech competition or a
science fair, what happens to the other contestants?
Aren't multiple awards frequently won by the same
students year after year? Are we fostering motivation and opportunity for all, or are we reinforcing a
sense of defeatism and failure for all but the "best"?
I suspect that the good spellers would continue to
spell well without a contest and that gifted speakers would be articulate without the trophy. We do
need to recognize students' efforts; however, let us
celebrate and recognize every child's personal best
participation and accomplishments.

Young Authors' Programs
During the 1980s and '90s, Young Authors' Programs often had a competitive edge (Ableser, 2005).
Typically, these programs involved students writing
stories that were turned into spiral-bound or laminated "published" books (Ableser, 2005; Freeman
& Kasten, 1990; Girling-Butcher, 1991; Gursuch &
Furnas, 1998; Mothershed, 1998). Often these books

were entered into a competition resulting in the
selected few receiving an award for their polished
product. When I investigated why these programs
had fallen out of favor in the past decade, one superintendent stressed that they had simply become
too competitive. It became my goal to reinvent this
program, using a balanced literacy approach (Cooper,
2003; Cramer, 2004; Pressley, 1998; Snow, Burns
& Griffin, 1998), the writing process (Graves, 1991;
Calkins, 1994) and writers' workshop (Fletcher &
Portalupi, 2001; Ray, 2004; Ray & Cleaveland, 2004)
that recognized all children's work, including students with special needs, by producing hard-bound
copied books of their creative work and by celebrating everyone's accomplishment.

Judith Ableser is an assistant professor in
the Education Department at the University of Michigan-Flint.
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After implementing an all-inclusive Young Authors'
Program in Ontario schools, I had the opportunity to
further expand the program into a Michigan School
District. In my prior article in the Michigan Reading Journal, YAP Revisited: Empowering All Young
Authors (2005), I describe the program's goals and
implementation methods, including the importance
of celebrating and involving all students, publishing books, empowering teachers, and involving
the community. This current article highlights the
importance of the culminating Young Authors' Night
Celebration by comparing the Ontario and Michigan
programs and providing recommendations for teachers, school districts, universities, and community
agencies to work in partnership to rejoice in the
literacy accomplishments of all students.

Comparing Two Programs
The Ontario and Michigan programs were similar in
other ways. Both programs involved working with
six elementary school teachers who were committed
to the program. I provided instruction in the writing
process and ways in which to implement the program.
Together we planned the program and what we
wanted for the culminating Young Authors' Celebration, networked and shared effective literacy strategies, and brainstormed problems and challenges of
implementing the program. The teachers introduced
and explained the Young Authors' Program to their
students and created a classroom structure and
routine to engage them in the writing process and
writers' workshop. Each of the two programs was
implemented during a four to six month period and
focused on including students with special needs.
Both programs culminated in a Young Authors' Celebration where all student authors received recognition, hard-bound published copies of their books, and
an opportunity to publicly share their stories.
The engagement and response by the teachers and
students in both programs was similar. The vast
majority of students created books with terrific
stories and lovely illustrations, including "All About
Me" books, fairy tales, poetry anthologies, mysteries,
and adventure stories. In each case, the teachers
stressed how much their students loved the project
and always wanted to work on their books. They
were delighted with the results and proud of their
students' accomplishments. Both celebrations followed a similar format, and teachers viewed it as
invaluable recognition for all students.
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Students were told that at the end of the program
they would be invited to a celebration at the university to honor and recognize their work. Teachers
reminded them throughout the year that they would
see their books for the first time at this celebration.
Invitations were distributed, flyers were sent home,
and posters were displayed around the community.
Finally, the evening arrived. Their books were
displayed in several rooms around the building with
Authors' Chairs set up to facilitate students reading
their work to friends and family. Each student was
greeted and received a button recognizing him or her
as "author," and family members received "parent of
author" badges. Refreshments were served. At the
Michigan celebration, an automated slide show of
pictures taken of the students working throughout
the year was displayed. Congratulations, appreciation, and certificates were presented during a
concluding ceremony in the auditorium. Members of
the news media attended both programs, resulting in
newspaper coverage for both and television coverage
for the Ontario program.
The look of sheer pride in the students' eyes when
they first saw their books displayed at the celebration was evidence of each program's success. All
teachers reported that the celebration was a terrific
culmination and that they valued the fact that each
student received equal recognition, and that the
focus was on students as authors. In addition, teachers commented that by looking forward to the culminating celebration, their students appeared more
motivated to work throughout the year to improve
and develop their stories to their potential.
Two significant differences between the programs
were the socioeconomic levels of the schools served
and their responses to the Celebration. The Ontario
program involved schools from predominately white,
middle-class suburban areas that were well equipped
with computers, materials, and extra-curricular
activities. The students, on the whole, scored well on
provincial standardized tests. The Michigan program
focused on two schools serving students from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds. These students were
predominately African American, frequently moved
in and out of the district, and had low scores on
state standardized tests. The buildings were old, in
disrepair and had limited resources and supplies.
The schools had not met AYP for 5 years and were
in the process of reorganization, including involvement in a partnership with the university to provide

25

REJOICING WITH

YAP

professional development and additional
support.
Although the celebrations for both
programs were similar, the response
to them was surprisingly different.
The Michigan event was received with
significantly greater attendance, focus,
and enthusiasm. When planning the
evening, we assumed that approximately
one half of the students would attend
accompanied by two family members
each. That was the case in Ontario. In
Michigan, however, we estimated that
180 might attend the program and were
thrilled but overwhelmed to see close to
400 people in attendance. One student
indicated that he was bringing more
than 30 family and friends. Up to 50
people arrived a half hour prior to the
start of the program.
Students in Michigan dressed up in their
"Sunday best". Numerous students wore
suits, shirts and ties, and fancy partydresses. In Ontario, the students wore typical school
clothes. Although, students and families in both
places were pleased with the program and proud of
their accomplishments, the parents of the Michigan
children expressed even greater delight. Several
literally broke down in tears and said they were so
proud of their children. One mother hugged me saying, "All I ever hear is how poor the MEAP scores are
at our school, yet look at the quality of these books."
Another parent said, "I cannot believe what my son
has done. I had no idea he could write like this. I
simply melted when I saw the smile on his face when
he saw his book."
I believe that one reason the Michigan celebration
was so well received is due, in part, to the variance
in opportunities and expectations of families in
the two contrasting communities. In Ontario, the
students and families attended and appreciated the
event. Yet, I believe they had come to expect such
events. This may have been, in some ways, just one
more extra-curricular event on their already busy
calendar: tonight Young Authors' Night, next week
the dance recital, followed by the end-of- the-year
party for the chess club. Yet, for the students and
families in Michigan, a Young Authors' Night was
very special. It was a time to rejoice and celebrate
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teachers who made a difference in the lives of their
students. One father said, "This night will be remembered for years to come."

Celebration for All
If we want our students to be motivated and passionate about learning, we need to celebrate the learning
and value all accomplishments. Rather than ending a
unit with a test, celebrate it with a valued accomplishment to hold, cherish and share. Rather than creating
a sense of competition and awarding prizes to a select
few, let all students view themselves as winners by
celebrating with an event that truly recognizes the
accomplishments and participation of all.
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Teacher Recommendations for Celebrating All Young Authors
1. Hold a Young Authors' Night Celebration at the culmination of your writing program.
2.

Celebrate all work. Do not have awards or top prizes for individuals but recognition for all. All participants should receive a certificate for participation.

3. Focus on the students. Do not center on "famous invited authors" as it can detract from the student's
accomplishments.
4.

Seek funding from local, regional, state and national sources through grant-writing and donations to
cover the cost of the books and the celebration.

5. If possible, hold the celebration in a public place in the community. Having it at a university is exciting for students and their families and offers them the opportunity to connect to an institution of
higher education.
6. Excite the students from the very beginning by explaining to them that their work will be shared and
celebrated in the community with a Grand Celebration.
7.

During the year, as you teach and use the writing process and develop your drafts, continually remind
the students about the celebration.

8.

Contact a local book-binding company (perhaps the company that binds theses and dissertations for a
university or children's book-binders) to produce hard-bound copies of the books.

9. Take digital pictures during the year of the students working and run a slideshow during the celebration.
10. Send out formal invitations and flyers to parents, friends, community members, and dignitaries to
attend the celebration.
11. Invite the news media.
12. Make buttons or name tags for all the "authors" and family members.
13. Have the students see their "published books" for the first time at the celebration. Display the books
and have "author's chairs" and "reading circles" set up in rooms so that the students can read their
work to their friends and families.
14. Make two copies of each book for the students and arrange for one to be on display in a local library,
book store or recreation center following the celebration.
15. Near the end of the celebration, hold a ceremony in an auditorium or meeting room, congratulating
and presenting certificates to all participants.
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